England's complacency'; 2 a poem which 'give[s] us a voice which arrestingly declaims its otherness' 3 while also declaring 'chips on shoulders': 4 these are just a handful of reactions to 'An Elliptical Stylus'. 5 Where all critics are agreed, however, is on the central theme of the poem. Adam Thorpe put it succinctly, if rather reductively, in a review of Nil Nil, singling out this 'sad little story about [the poet's] Scottish working-class father being mocked by a salesman'. 6 As with much of Paterson's verse and its defamiliarising transformations of the everyday and the apparently straightforward, however, there is much more to 'An Elliptical Stylus' than an emotive tale of masculine pride and posturing. Specifically, the poem is a barbed critique of rigid conceptions of social class; it seems to argue that these views remain residually present in late twentieth-century British society, despite an ostensibly increased level of social mobility. If, as Judith Butler has argued, the true nature of identity is The immediate precursor here is Seamus Heaney's 'Digging', the opening poem of his debut collection, Death of a Naturalist (1966). 12 Both poems find the articulate poet-son remembering his non-literary father in an attempt to find common ground and continuity between their generational, educational, and vocational differences. The difference between the poems, however, is that where the narrator of 'Digging', despite his admiration, finds he has 'no spade to follow men' like his labouring father, resolving instead to 'dig' with his pen, 13 Paterson's poem sees father and poet-son sharing in an artistic experience. As Sarah
Broom notes: 'the father hears the quality of sound produced by the elliptical stylus […] and wants to buy one for "our ancient, beat-up Phillips turntable"'. 14 The implication is that, 21 He goes on to conclude that 'for me, there's no "as if" in poetry.
In the beginning was the word, not the world, and poetry reminds us of this continually.' of its being a suspended system that constantly defers any fixed meanings in the free play of its signs, still gestures towards transcendental meanings and truths that exist, independent of language, in the outside world. But if the only reality we truly know is that which language generates, this is impossible. Language is our reality. Of course, this is not to put forward the untenable idea that there is no reality beyond language. Rather, it is to acknowledge that language constructs the narrowly human reality which we habitually perceive and inhabit. As 25 Consequently, any insistence on 'accurate' or 'precise' poetry not only betrays a refusal to acknowledge this, but also offers a limited perspective on poetry's capacity to widen our stock of available reality.
As Paterson has stated in interview:
I think the imagination is how we correct reality for error. Reality's all the stuff that just happens to face up, and be relatively well-lit. It's also just what human evolution has chosen to extract from the totality of things.
[…] All I'm saying is that when you think of it like that, then it seems a luxury to think of the human imagination as distinct from reality, given reality is completely dreamt up in the first place. When we introduce these alternative universes into the world through our poems, they don't just change 'the way people look at the world' -because 'the way people look at the world' is all there is of the world. They change reality itself. Responses to this concluding stanza exhibit an understandable degree of bafflement. Having carefully developed an emotive familial recollection (now crucially labelled a 'fable', as if to suggest its possible, though nonetheless purposeful, artifice) it seems odd that the poem should deny -or at least seem to want to deny -the reader a pithy, summarising conclusion. 34 Paterson's own thoughts may go some way towards illuminating the situation:
As Gillis questions: 'What else is such a poem for, if not "something axiomatic on the nature
The poem […] was intended as a deliberate inversion of the current practice of inviting the audience to 'share' the experience; I'm terrified some well-heeled wee bugger will come up to me afterwards and tell me how much he enjoyed it. I think there are some grudges which need to be renewed annually; poetry is a good way of This correlates with Gillis's somewhat cautious reading of the poem's 'aesthetic poise' as 'a retrospective "swing" for the salesman'. 36 The final reversion to a stereotypically workingclass response of aggression is viewed to be the result of a dissatisfaction with the poem's earlier appropriation of measured, stereotypically middle-class poetic technique. Apparently, this leaves the poem on the defensive and with a desire to 'out-articulate you, the reader, and then perhaps swing for you anyway'. 37 Other critics, most notably Broom, are broadly in agreement, though more reductively find it to 'imitate [Tony] Harrison's sonnets in its confrontational stance towards the literary establishment and its assumption that 'received' poetry is inherently linked with class', while also arguing that 'it is even more directly aggressive towards the reader'. 38 In fact, it is worth noting that a faintly apologetic tone may be also detected in the poem's final line. As Peter Robinson has suggested, in The poem's defining feature is the manner in which it continually remains one step ahead of the reader. It achieves this in a typically Patersonian estrangement of everyday quotidian detail, but also with its insistence on direct address, and its subtle use of personae.
To begin with, the reader is comfortably ensconced within the poem's commonplace mise-enscène and class dynamic. But in convincingly adopting the persona of a stereotypically middle-class poet, the poem conjures its parenthetical parallel world, destabilising the straightforwardly emotive anecdote that precedes it. The poem then withholds the fable's expected précis, before the poet-speaker threatens to 'swing' for us, employing a direct address that insists on a more attentive, active and clear-eyed engagement with the poem. In so merging the staple technique in Nil Nil of estranging ordinariness with this use of personae and direct address to the reader, the poem becomes a gauntlet, thrown down to any reader who thinks of poetry, as Paterson has put it in a lecture on the art form, as 'a kind of straightfaced recognition comedy', having 'no need either for originality or epiphany'. 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 Naturally, however, as readers, we do continue to make instinctive stereotypical classbound judgements of the characters the poem depicts. This is partly encouraged and directed by the poem itself: consider its crafted and crafty use of language, but also its foregrounding of our anticipated judgements, and surface refusal to deliver the tale's expected neat
summary. Yet, while the poem will not make plain its truths on 'the nature of articulacy and inheritance', they can be found within the poem, if the reader is willing to look for them.
Aggressive it may be, but the 'resonance' provided in the poem's closing lines can be viewed as less a recourse to stereotypical working-class inarticulacy, and more an imperative to think interrogatively about what a poem depicts and suggests. The poet-speaker may appear willing to espouse a comfortable stereotype for a reader who refuses to see beyond simplifying class boundaries, but the implication is that such a reader misses the poem's purpose, if that is what Beyond its provocative and deft dealings with social class, however, we have seen how 'An Elliptical Stylus' also emerges as a complexly philosophical encounter with the notion and nature of personal identity. In so estranging the ordinary world of the everyday anecdote with which it opens, the poem not only exposes the shifting, multi-faceted character of its poet-speaker, but also the impracticality of viewing any individual as harbouring a fixed and stable self. As such, the poem lays the intellectual groundwork on which Paterson's later writing constructs (and plays more freely with) personae in his second collection God's Gift to Women, in turn leading to the increasingly autonomous and anonymously-voiced poems of
The Eyes (1999) onwards. In the Afterword to this latter volume, which comprises loosely translated 'versions' after the Spanish of Antonio Machado, Paterson argues that, in translating a poem, 'the only defensible fidelity is to the entirely subjective quality of "spirit"
or "vision", rather than to literal meaning'. 48 On the evidence of 'An Elliptical Stylus', it might also be argued that in his own original poems Paterson similarly pursues a mode of writing, and advocates a method of reading, that places the perceptually transformative possibilities of individual 'vision' above that of unhelpfully reductive notions of externally verifiable 'meaning'. The salesman in the poem 'can well afford to make his own / excuses', after all, and so 'you your own interpretation'. 49 Suffice to say, more than any other poem in Nil Nil, 'An Elliptical Stylus' combines
Paterson's estrangement of quotidian detail, direct address to the reader, and use of personae in its transformation of the reader's preconceptions and perceptions. Though teasing out the poem's necessarily complex and veiled significance can, as seen, prove less than straightforward, its marriage of the aforementioned techniques in approaching the thorny issues of social class and personal identity makes the poem a particularly vivid, early 50 Indeed, in much of his writing we are encouraged to 'turn from the light to see', 51 and so the sinister denouement to 'An Elliptical Stylus' not only offers an insistent demand to the reader to think differently about their existing notions of social class, identity, truth and artifice, but also reveals
Paterson in the process of tentatively developing an ars poetica.
In the context of the rest of Nil Nil, Sarah Broom has noted how 'An Elliptical Stylus' 'seems to assert Paterson's capacity as poet to be both blunt and elliptical, and all in a very self-aware manner'. 52 As a loose statement of intent, however, the poem is more than the aesthetic showboating Broom implies. Rather, it appears to represent, on both a stylistic and 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60 
